Thyroid autoimmunity in the current iodine environment.
Iodine is essential for thyroid function. Thyroid disorders related to iodine deficiency decreased progressively with the continuous iodine prophylaxis and the increased iodine intake. An adverse effect resulting from iodine prophylaxis may be the induction of thyroid autoimmunity. Although experiments performed in animal models suggest that iodine could initiate or exacerbate thyroid autoimmunity, the role of iodine in humans remains controversial. Several observational studies in areas with adequate or high iodine intake suggest that there is an increase in the incidence of thyroid autoimmune disease. Moreover, intervention studies suggest that increased iodine intake may enhance thyroid autoimmunity too. However, not all studies generated the same findings, probably because of genetic, racial, and environmental differences. It seems that autoimmune exacerbation is a transient phenomenon. Studies have shown that in persons presenting thyroid antibodies, the levels of these antibodies progressively decrease when the majority of them react against a nonspecific pattern of thyroglobulin (Tg) epitopes. However, in a small number of these persons, the anti-Tg antibodies are similar to those in patients with patent thyroid autoimmune disease, reacting against specific immunodominant Tg epitopes, and their levels persist. One possible attractive explanation is that enhanced iodine intake increases the antigenicity of Tg through the incorporation of iodine into its molecule and the formation of iodinated Tg epitopes or even the generation of noniodinated pathogenetic Tg epitopes that are normally cryptic.